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Varieties of Ritual Theory & Information Technology 
Implementation 
 Elaine K. Yakura  




This paper draws on contemporary ritual theory from two different disciplines and research traditions to show how 
rituals can affect IT projects.  These theories suggest that commonplace project activities, such as signoffs and scope 
changes, have symbolic and emotional effects that not only persist, but also accumulate from one occurrence to the 
next.  The analysis extends our understanding of ritual in IT projects and has practical implications for IT managers.   
KEYWORDS 
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INTRODUCTION 
Previous IS researchers such as Robey & Markus (1984), Hirschheim & Newman (1991), Westrup (1996) have 
identified the importance of ritual in information systems implementation projects.  This paper builds on the work of 
these scholars by drawing on more contemporary ritual theory to show how rituals can affect IT projects.  Recent 
theoretical analyses provide a rich set of perspectives on ritual in modern workplaces. In this paper, I apply these 
ideas to the IS implementation setting in particular.  
As a theoretical concept, ritual does not have roots in a single theory—or even in a single scholarly discipline (Bell, 
1997). Ritual as theory has at least two well-known theoretical roots.  The first can be found in the anthropological 
literature, in writings by Victor Turner (1969) and Mary Douglas (1966).  The other has its origins in the 
sociological literature, and the writings of Erving Goffman.  Interaction rituals (Collins; 2004; Summers-Effler, 
2006) can be conceived as  distinct from the more familiar concept of formal rituals, such as weddings and funerals, 
that have been associated with anthropological analysis (Durkheim, 1965; Douglas, 1966; Turner, 1969). The goal 
of this paper is to trace the concept of ritual as it has been used in the IS literature, and then to contrast the IS 
perspective on ritual theory with that of the anthropological and sociological theories.  Of course, these literatures 
are long and this paper is short, so this will be a brief summary. 
The ultimate objective is to begin to understand how ritual deepens our understanding of IS implementation and the 
diverse organizational subcultures that are involved (Guzman, Stam, & Stanton, 2008). Rituals often occur at 
boundaries, such as the phases of a project (Hirschheim & Newman, 1991), or between familiar operations and the 
uncertain future (Westrup, 1996). Successful rituals allow participants to navigate these boundaries and transitions. 
Failed rituals, however, have the opposite effect and can undermine the prospects for success. For this reason, ritual 
is not just a metaphor; it is an observable social process with tangible outcomes.  
The paper first briefly describes the appearance of ritual analysis in the IT literature, and then moves on to consider 
the anthropological analyses of secular (workplace) rituals.  Next, the paper summarizes sociological analyses of 
interaction rituals and ritual chains.  Finally, the paper describes several ways these conceptualizations can enrich 
our understanding of organizational culture and subcultures in IT implementations. 
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RITUALS IN IT RESEARCH LITERATURE 
Early research on rituals was written against a backdrop of the overly rational theories of systems development that 
were prevalent at the time.  Robey & Markus (1984: 12) first introduced the concept of rituals to the IT literature: 
“rituals help provide meaning to the actions taken within an organization.” By focusing on the symbolism of rituals, 
Robey & Markus called attention to the alternatives to the rational theoretical perspective that dominated IT 
literature.  They drew their illustrations of rituals from systems lifecycle elements such as handoffs (from one step of 
the process to the next), signoffs (from one group of specialists to the next), and approvals. Like safing or surgical 
rituals, systems lifecycle rituals occurred at boundaries: “significantly, the transition from one step to the next 
requires "handoffs" or a formal "signoff" from one group of specialists to the next when work on one step is 
completed” (Robey & Markus, 1984: 6). 
Similarly, Hirschheim & Newman (1991) used rituals to emphasize the symbolic aspects of systems development 
against the prevailing view that information systems development was purely rational.  Using the term “magic 
ritual,” they focused on activities with form but no substance, such as signoffs (Hirschheim & Newman, 1991: 53).   
In another example drawn from project management, “kick-off” meetings were rituals meant to represent 
partnership and cooperation between clients and consultants.  The speeches and handshakes were purely symbolic 
(Rosen, 1985); although no substantive work was accomplished at a typical kickoff meeting, no engagement 
proceeded without one.  
The early literature was based on episodic illustrations.  In contrast, Westrup (1996) described ritual’s substantive 
role in a longitudinal field study focused on the introduction of a nursing support system at a National Health 
Service hospital in England. In analyzing the project methodology as ritual, Westrup (1996: 39) found that it helped 
mitigate the uncertainties that inevitably accompany organizational changes, such as the introduction of technology:  
The advent of a new information system provides a good example of this situation, in 
which methodologies used to guide action are interpreted in a ritualistic fashion within the 
organization.  
The project’s methodology was a process that operated as a ritual to assist in the transition from familiar to 
unknown. In this instance, the nurses had not implemented technology before, and the project methodology provided 
a set of rules and processes that guided them through the process.  Moreover, if there were problems down the road, 
the project manager could avoid the entire responsibility for these, since she had properly followed the methodology 
(Westrup, 1996).   
Thus, the IT literature has provided illustrations of rituals in systems development, and how rituals smooth the path 
when moving from the familiar to the uncertain.  However, the existing literature only begins to consider the ways in 
which ritual can influence the outcome of projects, and it has not incorporated the idea of interaction ritual.  In 
particular, the role of interaction ritual in project success and failure has not been fully examined.  
ANTHROPOLOGICAL RITUAL THEORY IN THE WORKPLACE 
Anthropologists have studied ritual in a wide variety of workplace settings (Moore & Myerhoff, 1977).  Much of 
this research is based in the work of Victor Turner (1972: 1100), who has defined ritual as follows: “A ritual is a 
stereotyped sequence of activities involving gestures, words, and objects, performed in a sequestered place, and 
designed to influence preternatural entities or forces on behalf of the actors’ goals and interests.” Both sacred and 
secular rituals help manage uncertainty by clarifying boundaries of what is safe and familiar.  Particularly during 
changes or transitions, ritual can help participants maintain a sense of order, as illustrated in the following analyses 
of workplace ritual by anthropologists.  
For example, Katz (1981) describes the rituals for maintaining sterility in the operating room.  It is impossible to say 
with certainty if a particular object is sterile, but it important to be sure, because infections can have mortal 
consequences.  Thus, surgical teams employ elaborate rituals to insure sterility.  Surgical objects and instruments in 
an operating room are either pure (sterile) or impure (dirty), with no middle ground.  For example, during a 
gallbladder removal, the gallbladder was considered sterile before it is cut, but was considered nonsterile 
immediately afterwards (Katz, 1981).  
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Sims (2005: 349) examined rituals in a U.S. pulsed-power laser laboratory.  Pulsed-power technology involves the 
generation of dangerous pulses of high electrical current. In this lab, procedural safety rituals occurred with 
regularity:  
Rituals need not be elaborate ceremonies; they can also be relatively mundane routines that serve 
to structure our everyday reality. Ritual in this mundane sense, even where it is grounded in 
scientific principles, can still carry important symbolic meanings, according to Douglas (1966: 
68–69).   
As in the operating room, it is impossible to tell if objects in the laser lab are dangerous or not, but it is important to 
be sure. Sims described a “safing” ritual, where two experienced operators entered the experimental area after a 
pulse and carefully carried out a series of steps that involved picking up colorful sticks in a particular order and 
carefully placing them onto designated hooks. The way a stick was held as well as the order in which sticks were 
picked up, while routine and simplistic, reassured the participants that the lab was safe.     
These examples illustrate how rituals can help reassure participants about key uncertainties in each setting: Is this 
sterile?  Is this safe?  As Sims (2005) points out, secular rituals often have a basis in practical or scientific principles, 
but they have the advantage of providing assurance without requiring the participants to think through (or even 
understand) all of the underlying details each time the ritual is performed.   
While many accounts seem to imply that rituals always succeed, that is certainly not the case.  Moore & Myerhoff 
(1977: 12) have noted secular rituals can succeed and fail:  “results, successes, and failures are part of the 
operational effects of a ritual.”   There are many ways that a ritual can be considered a failure.  The most basic 
failure would be an incomplete ritual, such as a marriage ceremony where only one partner says “I do”.  As 
mentioned above, Summers-Effler (2006) argued that co-presence, common focus and common mood are pre-
conditions for successful ritual interaction.  On a more subtle level, a ritual could be carried out in a way that creates 
or calls attention to a negative or undesirable meaning.   Rituals that are both understood and complete could be 
successful and lead to more positive, or virtuous cycles, rather than the negative, or vicious, cycles that sometimes 
characterize repetitive interactions (Allred, 2007).   
SOCIOLOGICAL RITUAL THEORY: GOFFMAN’S INTERACTION RITUAL 
Goffman (1959, 1967) extended the idea of ritual to include the full range of human interaction.  Interaction rituals 
include “all focused interactions” (Summers-Effler, 2006), and can generate emotions, build shared meaning, and 
reduce uncertainty for participants (Goffman, 1959, 1967; Collins, 1981, 2004). Goffman showed that even passing 
greetings (“Hi, how are you?”) and encounters have the ritual qualities described by Durkheim (1965). This 
perspective on ritual contrasts with the traditional anthropological view (e.g., Turner, 1969; Douglas, 1965), which 
tended to focus on established rites and ceremonies (e.g., marriage, rites of passage to manhood, etc.), and which 
emphasized concepts such as liminality (transition between states).  Interaction ritual is pervasive and commonplace.  
Goffman argued that interaction ritual has a moral character that constrains the behavior of the participants. 
Goffman (1959) referred to the resulting pattern of behavior and feeling as the “interaction order.”  Social theorists 
concerned with connections between micro-interaction and macro-structures, such as Giddens (1984) and Collins 
(1981), have argued that the micro-level interaction order provides the foundation for larger social structures. 
Summers-Effler (2006) argues that Goffman and Collins viewed interaction rituals as “the most basic structural 
force that organizes society” (p. 135) and “the fundamental causal force on the microlevel of social life” (p. 137).    
Collins (2004) extended and formalized Goffman’s concept of interaction ritual. Collins argues that successful 
interaction ritual requires three elements: (a) two or more co-present participants; (b) mutual awareness and a 
common focus of attention; and (c) a common emotional mood.  “If any of these factors are absent, the ritual will 
likely fail.” (Summers-Effler, 2006, p. 136).  Rather than treating ritual metaphorically, as a layer of meaning or 
interpretation, the contemporary theory of interaction ritual treats it as an objective, causal factor in social life, with 
specific pre-conditions and predictable consequences.   
In most cases, interaction rituals proceed smoothly.  Ritual greetings like, “Hi, how are you?” are met with a ritual 
response:  “Fine, thanks.  And you?”   Similarly, when an IT professional submits an intermediate deliverable on 
time, it is usually met with a ritual response: “Thanks, we appreciate your work.” Goffman (1959, 1967) argued that 
these mundane ritual exchanges help participants maintain “face” and the integrity of their particular role in the 
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situation. So, when an IT professional submits completed work for approval, the user usually approves it with an 
appropriate show of gratitude.  
Ritual chains   
The idea that repeated rituals can have a cumulative effect on a social group was introduced by Collins (1987, 2004) 
in his theory of “ritual chains.” In Collins’s (2004) theory, interaction rituals have emotional effects that accumulate 
over time from one situation to another, like chains.  Thus, rituals are not stand-alone, isolated events.  Over time, 
such as during the life of a project, rituals can have a cumulative effect.   
Collins (2004: 108) has argued that interaction rituals have an emotional dimension over and above their role in 
generating meaning, defining emotional energy as a continuum, “ranging from a high of confidence, enthusiasm, 
good self-feelings; down through a middle range of bland normalcy; and to a low end of depression, lack of 
initiative, and negative self-feelings.” His concept applies readily to micro- or meso-scale phenomena, such as IT 
project teams and their clients.  In Collins’ framework, nearly any kind of social interaction has a ritual dimension 
that can add or detract from the emotional energy of the participants.  
Traditional anthropological research methods, such as field research or ethnography, offer the opportunity to 
consider the cumulative effects of rituals over the life of the project.  Longer-term, field-based research methods 
such as ethnography are also used in science, technology, and IT research, and lend themselves to ritual analysis. 
Ritual chains are an appropriate concept for IT project management research, because IT projects typically extend 
over a significant period of time—months or years.  Within a project, rituals such as signoffs or project meetings are 
repeated over and over. These might have positive or negative cumulative effects on the project and its participants 
as a whole.  Viewing specific rituals as isolated events is a useful start, but to understand their full potential to 
impact the outcomes of IT projects, they need to be observed in context.  
IMPLICATIONS FOR IT IN ORGANIZATIONS 
When used as instruments of cultural control (Rosen, 1985), rituals function by creating shared meaning and identity 
among the participants.  This depends on the rituals being carried out smoothly and successfully, so that the sense of 
shared identity grows over time.   
Rituals help manage uncertainty 
Prior IT literature has emphasized the symbolic aspect of ritual and focused primarily on formal rituals. This paper 
extends the literature by considering the impact of interaction ritual and ritual chains. For example, scope changes 
are intended to handle the unexpected and re-establish a sense of order against the background of uncertainty.  As a 
ritual, a scope change should re-affirm the parties’ shared commitment to the completion of an engagement, in spite 
of unexpected circumstances.   
While scope changes deal with the unexpected, the function of signoffs is to acknowledge the expected—the stated 
deliverables and milestones of the project. Signoffs transform the work product from incomplete to complete; with 
each successive signoff, the project moves from chaos to order.  As each signoff is completed, the overall outcome 
becomes more tangible and more certain. Through these rituals, chaos is made orderly and uncertainty would 
normally be reduced.    
In addition to managing expectations about the status of the project at any particular point in time, these on-going 
interaction rituals build what Goffman (1959) referred to as the “interaction order.”  In a sense, the interaction order 
helps participants manage uncertainty about each other and their respective roles in the project.  In Goffman’s terms, 
IT professionals generally take a “line” as competent, helpful participants.  This is the “face” or role that the 
professionals present to users.  For their part, users take a line as savvy business people in need of technical services.  
Through the interaction order, these roles are maintained and reinforced, with each set of participants helping to 
preserve the “face” of the others by conforming to the interaction rituals.    
This process of uncertainty reduction is operating at an entirely different level than that envisioned by agency theory 
(Eisenhardt, 1989).  Interaction ritual does not simply fill in gaps left by incomplete contracting or ineffective 
monitoring.  It creates the social conditions under which contracts and monitoring are possible in the first place.  
Without a stable interaction order, professionals cannot function as competent, and users cannot function as savvy 
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business people.  If the stability of these roles is challenged or undermined, the interaction order breaks down and 
effective work becomes very difficult.   
When rituals break down, it is not simply a matter of “culture clash.”  Culture matters, of course, because ritual 
reflects culture, and culture reflects ritual. In complex organizations, and in society, sub-cultures co-exist and 
frequently engage in rituals.  These rituals help mitigate the uncertainty of dealing with different groups  (e.g., 
technical people and end users).  But even within a homogenous culture, such as Katz’s (1981) surgical teams, 
rituals are important because nothing is certain—the patient could die in the operating room.  Rituals are an essential 
resource in uncertain situations, such as operations or IT projects.   
Ritual success and failure  
Secular rituals often have practical, operational consequences (Moore & Myerhoff, 1977), which differ depending 
on the setting (e.g., safe vs. unsafe; sterile vs. non-sterile).  Rituals help participants recognize significant categories 
and escape the uncertainty of the intermediate states.  Thus, as a corollary to their role in uncertainty reduction, 
rituals influence outcomes.  
IT project rituals provide a good illustration of the three conditions for successful interaction rituals outlined by 
Summers-Efflers (2006): (1) co-presence; (2) common focus of activity; and (3) common mood. For example, the 
standard procedure for signoffs usually involves sending paperwork back and forth, electronically or using physical 
paper.  If so, then the participants may not always be co-present while the ritual is being carried out.  The lack of co-
presence would lead one to predict that this ritual would be vulnerable to failure.   Even in the cases where 
participants were co-present, a positive outcome is not guaranteed if the participants do not have a common focus.  
For example, if one participant is more focused on schedule, and the other on cost (or some other factor), there can 
be a breakdown.  While these breakdowns have an obvious practical interpretation, they also have a ritual dimension 
that has implications for the ability of the team to function.    
Ritual chains have a cumulative effect 
In this project, mundane rituals like signoffs, progress reports and scope changes occur frequently. These are not 
“magic” rituals, which take place to fool the user, and they are generally not isolated events.  These are standard 
project management techniques for monitoring progress and managing uncertainty.  They are commonplace in any 
significant IT project.  
They key insight here is that these project management practices are also interaction rituals that form chains from 
one situation to the next.  Successful rituals should generate emotional energy that is needed for the participants to 
remain productive and engaged.  The signoff ritual, when it is carried out smoothly, provides a positive affirmation 
that things are going well, and recharges the emotional batteries of the participants.  
The repeated act of offering and accepting reinforces the sense of partnership, trust and cohesion among the 
participants.  If for some reason the ritual fails, it can have the opposite effect, leaving the participants drained and 
debilitated. In a successful engagement, these rituals are easily taken for granted (they are, after all, entirely routine).    
Managerial/practical implications   
This analysis indicates it is important for project managers to pay attention to rituals. In a sense, a contract can set 
the stage for signoffs, scope changes, and other events, by defining what rituals can be expected and how frequently 
they will occur. Instead of treating these events as routine or even non-events, project managers should “pre-screen” 
rituals to determine how these are performed and perceived by different participating groups (eg, different user 
groups or technical groups). By discovering and accommodating various meanings attributed by the different 
participants, project managers can use these events to increase social cohesion and begin a positive chain of rituals 
by associating positive emotions and symbols with the events.  Project managers should also be alert to possible 
negative associations with a ritual event; by uncovering any negative associations and taking steps to counteract 
these quickly, a negative chain can be cut short, rather than prolonged. 
CONCLUSION   
It is important to emphasize that interaction ritual, as defined by Goffman (1967) and discussed here, is different 
than commonplace rituals (such as weddings or funerals).   Interaction ritual is pervasive and mundane; it is part of 
the routinized fabric of the social world.  As Collins (2004) argues, interaction ritual has an emotional component 
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that can have a powerful influence. While ritual usually helps to build social cohesion and minimize uncertainty, this 
is not necessarily the case.  IT managers should be aware of the ritual dynamics that can affect project outcomes, as 
well as organizational subcultures (Guzman, Stam, & Stanton, 2008) and cultures (Trice & Beyer, 1984).  
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